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PREFACE

THE MIRROR SLIPPED FROM SOPHIE’S hands, landing on the petal-covered carpet with the softest thud.

Both sides of the glass survived the crash without cracking. But inside, Sophie shattered.

She kept a smile plastered across her lips as she listened to the rest of the story, searching for the tiniest detail or clue that would rule out the terrifying possibility.

But by the end she knew.

All this time.

All these wasted, hopeless days.

Her kidnapper had been right in front of her.

Watching.

Waiting.

Hiding in plain sight.

All the signs had been there. She’d just been too blind to see them.

And now, it was too late.






ONE

WHAT ARE YOU WAITING FOR?” Keefe shouted over the howling wind and the roaring sea. “Don’t tell me the great Sophie Foster is afraid.”

“I’m just trying to concentrate!” Sophie shouted back, wishing her voice didn’t sound so shaky.

Not that she could fool him.

As an Empath, Keefe could feel the terror coursing through her veins like a herd of stampeding mastodons. All she could do was tug out an itchy eyelash—her nervous habit—and try not to think about how very far down the ocean was.

“You should be afraid,” Sandor told her in his strange, squeaky voice. He placed a gray gobliny hand on Sophie’s shoulder and pulled her back from the edge of the cliff. “There has to be a safer way to teleport.”

“There isn’t.”

Most of the time Sophie was grateful to have the constant protection of a burly bodyguard—especially since her kidnappers had proven they could find her anytime, anywhere.

But sometimes she had to take risks.

She shrugged off Sandor’s hand—which took quite a lot of effort, considering he was seven feet tall with biceps like giant boulders—and inched forward, reminding herself that she liked teleporting better than light leaping. Despite the nexuses she had clamped on each wrist, or the force fields they created to hold her body together during a leap, she’d faded too many times to truly feel safe.

Still, she wished free-falling wasn’t an essential part of teleporting.

“Want me to push you?” Keefe offered, laughing as Sophie jerked away from him. “Come on, it’ll be fun—for me, at least.”

Dex snorted behind them. “And he gets to go with you today.”

“Uh, more like she gets to go with me,” Keefe corrected, flashing his trademark smirk. “Go on, tell Dex who the Council contacted first.”

“Only because your dad’s in charge of arranging visits to the Sanctuary now,” Sophie reminded him.

“Eh, firsties is still firsties. Just admit it, Foster. You need me.”

Sophie wished she could argue, but unfortunately the Council did want Keefe to go with her. Apparently Silveny was having some sort of trouble at her new home in the elves’ special animal preserve, and since Sophie and Keefe each had a connection with the precious alicorn, the Council had asked both of them to head to the Sanctuary immediately.

The Councillors had to be pretty concerned if they were willing to rely on Keefe….

“I’m sorry, Dex,” Sophie said, trying not to worry. “You know I’d bring you if I could.”

Dex smiled—but not enough to show his dimples—as he went back to playing with the lock she’d asked him to open.

Sophie hadn’t wanted to tell him she was going with Keefe, afraid it would make Dex feel left out again. But with Grady off on a classified assignment, and Edaline helping rescue a verminion—a Rottweiler-size, purple, hamsteresque creature—before humans found it, Sophie needed a Technopath to get past the Cliffside gate.

“If it makes you feel better, Sandor’s not allowed to come either,” she added, regretting the words as Sandor reeled on them.

“Yes, and it’s completely absurd! I’m supposed to be protecting you—not banned from entering because of arbitrary new rules!”

“Hey, even my dad’s not allowed to go with us. But don’t worry”—Keefe draped an arm across Sophie’s shoulders—“I’ll take care of her for you.”

Sophie wasn’t sure who groaned louder, her or Dex.

Sandor grabbed Keefe’s shoulders, lifting him off the ground. “If I find even one scratch on her—”

“Whoa, easy there, Gigantor,” Keefe said, kicking the air, trying to squirm free. “I’m not going to let anything happen to her. But let’s not forget that this is Sophie we’re talking about. Odds are, we’re going to need an Elwin visit.”

Even Dex had to laugh at that one.

Sophie glared at all of them.

It wasn’t her fault she’d set a record number of visits to the Healing Center at school, plus a ton of additional house calls from Elwin. She didn’t choose to have a deadly allergy, or genetically enhanced abilities she couldn’t always control. And she definitely didn’t ask to have a group of rebels trying to kill her—which was probably why she should listen to Sandor and not leave his sight.

“We’ll be fine,” she promised, tucking her blond hair behind her ears and trying to sound more confident than she felt. “I can teleport us directly inside the Sanctuary, and security’s been tripled since Silveny moved in.”

“And you will come straight home afterward,” Sandor added, waiting for Keefe to nod before setting him down. “I want you back here in an hour.”

“Aw, come on,” Keefe whined as he adjusted his dark blue cape. “We haven’t seen Silveny in two weeks.”

Sophie smiled.

She never would’ve guessed that Keefe could get so attached to a sparkly, winged horse. But he seemed to miss Silveny as much as she did. Maybe more, since he didn’t get stuck with a head full of exuberant alicorn transmissions every time he saw her.

Silveny was the only creature that Sophie’s unique telepathy couldn’t block, probably because the Black Swan had modeled Sophie’s genetics off an alicorn’s DNA when they “created” her—a fact she was less than thrilled about. Her friends had assured her they didn’t think it was weird, but she still felt like “the horse girl.”

“You know how panicky Silveny can be,” she reminded Sandor, trying to stay focused on the bigger problem. “It’s going to take a few hours to calm her down.”

Sandor grumbled under his breath. “Fine. You have until sunset—but if you’re late, I’m holding you responsible, Mr. Sencen. And trust me when I say you do not want that to happen.”

“Fear the wrath of Gigantor—got it.” Keefe dragged Sophie back to the edge. “Let’s do this!”

“I guess I’ll see you at school on Monday,” Dex mumbled, staring at the ground as he dug out his home crystal. “I reset the mechanism to make the lock open with your DNA, so you probably won’t need me anymore.”

“I’ll always need you, Dex,” Sophie told him, blushing as she quickly added, “You’re my best friend.”

“And dude, I’m telling you,” Keefe jumped in. “When you’re finally ready to go public with your ability—which you seriously need to get cracking on, by the way—we have to team up. We could break into Dame Alina’s office and fill it with dinosaur poop. Or sparkly alicorn poop! Or we could—”

“And this is who you’re entrusting your safety to?” Sandor interrupted, looking like he wanted to strangle Keefe again.

“I can take care of myself,” Sophie reminded him, tapping her forehead. “Inflictor, remember?”

She might have mixed feelings about her rare ability to inflict pain on people, but it did come in handy if the rebels attacked.

“So we ready?” Keefe asked, swooping his arm to mime them diving off the edge.

Sophie’s mouth went dry.

“You got this, Foster. Stop doubting yourself.”

She nodded, trying not to look down as she asked, “Do you remember how teleporting works?”

“Well, last time we were kinda falling to our death and stuff, so it’s a little blurry. But I’m pretty sure I just cling to you and scream like a banshee while you tear a crack into the universe, right?”

“Something like that. We go on three.”

Sandor repeated his objections as they both bent their knees.

“One,” Sophie counted, squeezing Keefe’s hand so hard her knuckles cracked.

“Two.”

She gave herself just slightly longer than a second before she closed her eyes and whispered the final command.

“Three.”

The word was still on her lips as they both launched off the cliff.

Keefe whooped and hollered and flailed, but Sophie stayed quiet, trying to tune out everything except the warmth building in her mind and the adrenaline rushing through her veins.

Down down down they fell, until Sophie could feel the salty mist spraying her cheeks. But just when she was about to scream, something clicked inside her mind, and she channeled the burning mental energy out into the sky.

Thunder clapped as a crack formed in the air beneath them, and they dropped straight into the darkness.

Time and space didn’t exist in the void. There was no up or down. No right or left. Just the pull of the force and the warmth of Keefe’s hand. But Sophie knew that all she had to do was think about where she wanted to go and they’d be free.

The Sanctuary, she thought, picturing the lush meadows and sprawling forests she’d seen in pictures. Her photographic memory could recall every vivid detail, right down to the tiny drops of mist that coated every petal and leaf, sparkling like glitter in the sun.

“You with me, Foster?” Keefe called, when no exit appeared.

“I think so.”

She squeezed her eyes tighter, picturing the hollowed out mountains that shielded the Sanctuary from the rest of the world, and the animals in every shape and color wandering through the pastures. She even tried imagining herself standing with Keefe in a meadow, watching Silveny soar above them with gleaming silver wings.

But when she opened her eyes, all she saw was black—thick and suffocating and inescapable.

Panic closed off her chest and Sophie gasped for breath, fighting to concentrate on the Sanctuary with the full power of her mind.

A migraine flared, so intense it felt like her brain was cracking. But the pain wasn’t nearly as terrifying as the realization that came with it.

They were trapped in the void.






TWO

CALM DOWN, WE’LL FIGURE THIS out,” Keefe promised as Sophie clutched her head and groaned from the migraine. “Are you doing anything different?”

She took a slow, deep breath and tried to think through her panic. “No—I can picture exactly where we need to go. But it’s like my mind hits a wall when I try to take us there.”

“Have you tried taking us somewhere else?” Keefe asked. “Maybe there’s some sort of security around the Sanctuary to keep Teleporters away.”

Sophie doubted that, since she was the only elf who could teleport. But it was worth a try.

She just couldn’t think of anywhere else to go. Her mind was racing a million directions, and they all ended in a blank.

“How about home?” Keefe asked. “Can you take us home?”

An image flashed in Sophie’s mind, so sharp and clear it made her eyes water. Or maybe the tears were for the narrow crack that finally split through the darkness. She had just enough time to tighten her grip on Keefe’s hand. Then the air filled with the boom of thunder as they blasted out of the void.



They hit the ground hard, tumbling across sloshy grass before landing in a heap. Sophie sat up first, untangling herself from Keefe’s arms as she stared at the gray, overcast sky.

“Uh… this isn’t Havenfield,” Keefe said, squinting at the narrow street lined with plain, square houses.

“I know.” Sophie rallied her concentration, imagining an invisible barrier wrapping around her head to shield herself from the voices pummeling her brain. She’d forgotten how loud human thoughts could be. “This is San Diego.”

Keefe scrambled to his feet. “You teleported us to a Forbidden City? Okay. That. Is. Awesome! Don’t get me wrong—I could do without the whole almost-getting-trapped-in-the-endless-black-nothingness thing. But this is epic! I mean, that’s a human!”

He pointed across the street, to a mom in a bright blue tracksuit, jogging with her baby in a stroller.

“Yeah, and she can probably hear us,” Sophie whispered.

Surely everyone must’ve noticed the teenagers in strange clothes who fell out of the sky. But the few people outside weren’t even glancing their way, too busy walking their dogs or checking their mail.

“I don’t think they know we’re here,” Keefe said, pointing to a small black orb nestled in an overgrown daisy bush. There was another next to the trunk of the giant sycamore in the center of the yard. And three more along the path.

Obscurers.

Sophie had only seen the light-and-sound-bending gadgets once before, in the hands of her kidnappers when they ambushed her and Dex on a bridge in Paris.

One of them was the same blond elf who’d tried to snatch her months earlier, posing as a human jogger on the very street she was standing on.

She walked to the spot where she’d faced him, hoping it might help her remember something new. But all she could see was his face—and Alden had already entered his image in the Council’s database, which was supposed to have a record of every elf ever born.

No match had been found.

He was a ghost. Only real when he jumped out of the shadows, like the rest of the rebels in their dark hooded cloaks with a creepy eye in a white circle sewn onto the sleeve.

“Maybe we should go,” Sophie said, glancing over her shoulder, half expecting to spot the rebels jogging toward them.

“Are you kidding? I’ve been dying to see where the Mysterious Miss Foster grew up.” Keefe turned toward her weathered old house. “It’s… small.”

Compared to the crystal mansions of her new world, it was practically a hovel. But humans weren’t given a birth fund, like elves were. They didn’t get to start their lives with more money than they could ever possibly need.

“It smells weird too,” Keefe decided. “What is that?”

“Smog, I think.”

She’d forgotten how sour human air tasted. It made her not want to breathe. And the spots of oil staining the street and bits of litter in the gutters made her almost embarrassed to admit she used to live there.

And yet, it was the first place she’d thought of when Keefe had said “home.”

A lump caught in her throat as she made her way to the front door. Of course it was locked—and the shutters on the windows were closed tight. But one had a crooked blind, and when Sophie peeked through, she could see that the house had been gutted, right down to the concrete slab and the insulation in the walls.

She shouldn’t have been surprised. She knew her family had been relocated—and she’d already seen where the elves had stored all her old things in an unmarked building in Mysterium, one of the smaller elvin cities.

But staring at the empty shell of her old life made it seem like all her memories had just been a dream. There was nothing left to prove any of it had been real.

Unless…

She rushed to the top step on the path, dropping to her knees where her dad’s messy writing was still etched into the concrete.


W. D. F.

E. I. F.

S. E. F.

A. R. F.



She traced her fingers over her initials. “They didn’t erase me.”

Keefe squinted at the sloppy letters. “Does that say ‘elf’?”

“No, that’s an I. Emma Iris Foster. My dad was William David Foster, and my sister was Amy Rose Foster. I don’t think my parents realized her initials spelled ‘arf’ until it was too late. Not that it matters anymore.”

Now they were Connor, Kate, and Natalie Freeman.

Sophie wasn’t supposed to know their new names. But the Black Swan had given them to her, and she’d been careful not to let anyone know she knew.

“So this is where Fitz found you?” Keefe asked. “I always wondered where he was disappearing to on his ‘classified assignments’—and I would’ve found a way to follow him if I’d known he was off chasing girls.”

“He wasn’t chasing me,” Sophie said, feeling her face heat up. “Well… he did have to chase me the first time we met. But he was freaking me out.”

“Fitz is pretty terrifying.”

“Hey, when you’ve been hiding a secret ability for seven years and a total stranger outs you in the middle of a museum, you run. No matter how cute he is.”

She wanted to clamp her hands over her mouth as soon as the words left her lips, but that only would’ve made it worse.

All she could do was turn bright red and wait for Keefe to tease her.

He cleared his throat. “What about that other boy? The one who disappeared? Was that here?”

“I think so.”

Part of her hated that Keefe knew her secrets—most of them, anyway. But she’d had to tell him when they were working together to save Alden, and Keefe would never let her forget it. Not that she could remember much about the mysterious disappearing boy.

She knew he had to be important because she had a blurry memory of him vanishing when she was five, years before Fitz found her and showed her she was an elf. And she could remember him wearing a blue bramble jersey, a game only elves played. It was also right around the time Mr. Forkle triggered her telepathy, so there had to be a connection.

But the Black Swan had torn the pages out of her journal and wiped the memory out of her mind, save for the few vague details she’d managed to recover.

“He stood right here,” she said, moving closer to the sycamore and running her fingers along a branch.

He must’ve been taller than she’d realized. Not really a boy at all. More like a teenager. And there was something else—a detail so close she could feel it prickling her consciousness. But no matter how hard she concentrated, she couldn’t reach it.

“Hey, no need to punish the innocent plant life,” Keefe said as she kicked the tree. “I’m sure the Black Swan will tell you everything soon.”

Sophie wished she could believe him. She’d thought the Black Swan would be working with her now, especially since she’d risked her life to let them heal her abilities. But two weeks had passed since she’d fled their hideout during the rebels’ attack, and she hadn’t heard a peep. Not a note. Not a clue. Not even the slightest sign that they were still watching her.

She turned to the pale blue house next door, where Mr. Forkle used to sit every day, looking bloated and wrinkled in his ruckleberry-induced disguise. He spent twelve years sitting in the middle of his lawn, playing with his silly gnomes, so he could keep an eye on her. Now all that was left were a few weathered figures, peeking through the weeds with their tiny, ugly faces.

“What are those supposed to be?” Keefe asked as he followed her over to the planter.

“Garden gnomes.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“You should see what humans think elves look like. They give us bells on our shoes and pointy ears—though I guess they’re right about the ears.”

Sophie still wasn’t thrilled that her ears would grow points as she aged. But at least she wouldn’t have to worry about it for a few thousand years, thanks to the elves’ indefinite life span.

Keefe laughed as he squatted to get a closer look at the tiny statues with pointy hats. “Okay, I have to take one of these home. My agriculture Mentor will pee his pants.”

“Wait,” Sophie said as Keefe reached for a gnome that was sitting on a rainbow-colored mushroom. “What if it’s a clue?”

There was no rhyme or reason to the way the gnomes lined up, but something felt familiar about the arrangement. She let her eyes go out of focus, and as the shadows blended into a dark swirl, the memory slowly surfaced.

“Cygnus!”

“What’s a Cygnus?” Keefe asked as she dropped to her knees and started to dig in the planter.

“A constellation. Each gnome is one of the stars. We call them Aquello, Fuschaire, Rosine, Grisenna, Sapphilene, Scarletina, Nievello, Gildere, and Peacerre—but humans call them Cygnus.”

“Okay Miss I’ve-memorized-all-the-stars, no need to show off. And I still don’t see why you’re burrowing like a dwarf.”

“Because Cygnus means ‘swan,’ ” Sophie explained as she scooped out another handful of dirt. “And the constellation is made up of ten stars. But there are only nine gnomes. So I’m checking where the tenth star would be.”

Slimy mud squished under her nails, but Sophie kept digging. After another minute her fingertips brushed something cold and smooth.

“It’s… a bottle,” Keefe said as she unearthed a tiny green vial and wiped the crystal clean on the grass.

“And a note,” Sophie added, removing the stopper and tipping the bottle until a curl of paper slid free.

Keefe snatched the note before she could touch it. “Someone not covered in swamp sludge should read that.”

He had a point.

She wiped her hands on the grass as Keefe frowned at the note. “What?” she asked.

“You’re not going to like it.”

“I usually don’t.” The Black Swan could be annoyingly vague with their clues. But she was happy to have them back in touch. Or, she was until Keefe showed her the message.


Wait for instructions and stick to the plan.



“They could’ve at least made it rhyme again,” he said, stuffing the note back into the bottle. “And what plan?”

Sophie took the bottle and sniffed the nozzle, gagging at the familiar salty smell.

It was the same green bottle she’d drunk an entire ounce of limbium from—and almost died in the process, thanks to her allergy—so she’d be able to heal minds again.

“Prentice is the plan,” she told Keefe, rubbing the star-shaped scar on the back of her hand. Mr. Forkle had injected her with tweaked human medicine to stop the allergic reaction, and the needle wound had never gone away. “They’re telling me to wait until they decide it’s time to heal him.”

“Yeah, well I still think they could’ve rhymed. Wait for instructions and stick to the plan. Now get home safe as fast as you can!”

Sophie was too disappointed to laugh.

She definitely wanted to heal Prentice. But she didn’t want to wait.

Prentice had been a Keeper for the Black Swan, and thirteen years ago he’d let his mind get broken in a memory break to keep Sophie’s existence secret from the rest of the elves. She hated knowing he was locked in a tiny cell in Exile, moaning and drooling and waiting for her to pull him out of the darkness.

Plus, every day that passed increased the chance that Alden would shatter again. His guilt over his role in Prentice’s memory break had already broken his mind once—and even though Sophie had healed him, the only way to ensure his safety would be to bring Prentice back.

But the Councillors were still deciding if they were going to allow Prentice to be healed. And apparently the Black Swan were content to sit back and wait.

“Hey—how did they even know we’d come here?” Keefe asked as Sophie shoved the bottle into her pocket a little harder than she needed to. “I mean, they’ve pulled off some crazy things—but I doubt even they could guess you’d have trouble teleporting and accidentally bring us to your old house instead of your new one.”

“No,” Sophie agreed, hating that the only new note the Black Swan had given her probably wasn’t new at all. “They must’ve just assumed I’d come here eventually.”

Still, she had a more pressing problem to deal with than the Black Swan being stubborn—again.

Neither she nor Keefe were old enough to have their own pathfinders, so they’d have to get to a Leapmaster—a gadget made of leaping crystals—in order to leap to the Sanctuary.

“Do you have your home crystal with you?” she asked Keefe.

“Yeah. Why?”

“It’s not safe to teleport until I figure out what went wrong. It’s also not like there’s a cliff to jump off. And if we go back to Havenfield, Sandor will never let us leave—especially now that we can only leap outside the Sanctuary gates and wait to be let in.”

Keefe stared at his feet, looking about as unexcited by this idea as Sophie felt. His father definitely belonged on her list of People She Liked To Avoid.

“Silveny needs us,” she said, reminding herself as much as him.

“I know. But…”

“What?” she asked when he didn’t finish.

“I… don’t bring friends home.”

He fidgeted with the pin clasping his cape—the Sencen family crest. Two jeweled hands holding a candle with an emerald flame. His father had only given it to him a few weeks ago, even though most kids wore their family crest their whole lives.

“Okay,” Sophie said slowly. “I guess we’ll go back to Havenfield, then. If we run straight for the Leapmaster we might be able to get out of there before Sandor can stop us.”

“No, we won’t.”

Probably not. Sandor’s goblin supersenses would detect them the second they arrived.

“It’s still worth a try.” She dug out her home crystal—a pendant with a single facet—and held it up to the light.

Keefe glared at the beam refracting toward the ground. “This is stupid.”

He pulled out his own home crystal and created another light path.

Sophie didn’t have to be an Empath to feel the tension in his grip, or the way his fingers shook as they laced together with hers.

Her hands were shaking too.

But neither of them said anything as they stepped into the light. Then the warm, feathery rush pulled them both away.






THREE

WHOA,” SOPHIE WHISPERED AS SHE stared at the mansion looming over her.

Actually, mansion wasn’t the right word.

Skyscraper, maybe?

Though based on the squirmy feeling in her stomach, Ominous Tower of Doom might’ve been more appropriate.

“Yeah… my dad’s a ‘bigger is better’ kind of guy,” Keefe said as he led her through an iron archway with the word “Candleshade” laced into the design.

Sophie craned her neck, trying to guess how high the tower climbed. There had to be at least a hundred stories before the main building split into a series of narrow towers, each crowned with a curved golden roof that reminded Sophie of a flame. But there were no windows to count to tell her if she was right. The crystal walls were perfectly smooth, with no break except a single golden doorway, which was surprisingly small for such a massive place.

Keefe pressed his palm against the handle and the door swished open, gliding over the smooth black floor without so much as a hiss. The foyer they entered was empty except for a silver winding staircase that spiraled up and up and up some more, until Sophie lost sight of the twisting steps. The walls were just as smooth on the inside, but the crystal glowed with thousands of tiny blue flames tucked among the facets.

Balefire, Sophie realized.

Only a Pyrokinetic could spark a balefire flame, and pyrokinesis had been banned for millennia—ever since an accident that killed five people. But that wasn’t why Sophie was struck by seeing it.

Balefire had been Fintan’s trademark—until he moved on to Everblaze.

Before she could block it, Fintan’s face filled her mind, and not the angry, rebellious Fintan she’d seen in Exile, or the reckless Fintan surrounded by neon yellow flames she’d seen when she probed his memories.

The pained, haunted Fintan after the memory break she’d helped perform, rocking back and forth in his cell, his screams echoing off the walls as she and Alden left him to his madness…

“You okay?” Keefe asked, grabbing her arm to snap her out of the flashback.

“Of course.”

    “You realize you can’t lie to an Empath, right?”

“And yet you try it all the time,” a deep voice boomed from above.

The sound of the stairway spinning to life muffled Keefe’s groan, and a second later, Lord Cassius stepped off the stairs and into the foyer.

With their blond hair and ice blue eyes, the family resemblance between father and son was impossible to miss—though Keefe’s artfully mussed hairstyle and untucked shirt stood in sharp contrast to Lord Cassius’s immaculateness.

“Miss Foster,” he said, flicking an invisible speck off his hunter green cape. “We run into each other again.” He tilted his head, gazing at the blindingly high ceiling with obvious pride. “There’s no other place quite like this, is there? But I’m guessing you didn’t come here to marvel at the architecture—especially since you’re supposed to be at the Sanctuary. So tell me, to what do I owe the honor?”

Sophie glanced at Keefe, wishing he would jump in with one of his easy lies—but he was too busy staring at the floor like it contained the deepest secrets of the universe.

“We just… took a slight detour,” Sophie eventually said, avoiding Lord Cassius’s eyes.

He had a way of studying her like he could see straight through her—and maybe he could, because he cleared his throat and said, “Visiting a Forbidden City is more than a slight detour.”

When her jaw dropped, he laughed—a sharp, hollow sound.

“The hot waves of guilt wafting off you completely give you away,” he explained.

“You can feel that?” Keefe asked, sounding as stunned as Sophie felt.

Most Empaths could only read someone’s emotions if they were touching them. But for some reason—probably another side effect of her freaky, manipulated genes—Keefe could read Sophie’s from a distance. She’d hoped he was the only one who could, but apparently…

“You get your talent from me,” Lord Cassius reminded Keefe. “Though I’ll confess, female emotions are a bit harder to interpret. But that’s where simple deduction comes in. I assumed you wouldn’t miss your appointment at the Sanctuary without a very good reason. Pair that with your rather unique past, Miss Foster—and the reputations you both have for seeking out trouble—and it’s the most logical conclusion.”

It seemed like there were lots of other conclusions he could’ve come to.

Keefe must’ve agreed, because he stepped closer, touching his dad’s wrist. “That’s not how you knew.”

Lord Cassius pulled his hand away and patted the back of his already perfect hair. “Well, I was trying to spare our guest from witnessing an uncomfortable conversation. But if you must know, I have noticed that my blue pathfinder is missing.”

“And what? You think I took it?”

“Who else?”

Blue crystals were the only way to light leap to the Forbidden Cities, and they were restricted to specific members of the nobility.

“It wasn’t me this time,” Keefe told him. “Check, if you don’t believe me.”

He held out his arm, daring his father to feel if he was lying.

Lord Cassius frowned. “How did you get to the Forbidden City, then?”

Keefe dropped his arm back to his side. “Doesn’t matter.”

“Actually, it does. I think you’re forgetting that your trip today was illegal—and I don’t mean that as a threat,” he added quickly, glancing at Sophie. “I’m sure you had your reasons, and that Sophie was careful while you were there. But if I’m going to keep this secret for you, I need to understand what I’m protecting.”

The smile he flashed came closer to reaching his eyes than any other smile Sophie had seen him give. But it wasn’t enough to make her trust him.

“You don’t have to keep it secret,” she said. “I’ll tell Alden the whole story the next time I see him.”

The sound of the whirring staircase drowned out Lord Cassius’s reply, and when it stopped a second later, Keefe’s mother swept into the room in a sleek dress and cape the same pale peach as her skin. Her tall, jeweled heels clacked on the dark floor and her blond hair was swept into a twisted updo—like she should be walking a red carpet, not standing in the empty first floor of her home.

“Why didn’t you tell me we had a visitor, Cassius?” she asked, clicking her tongue at her husband before turning to Sophie with a tight-looking smile. “I don’t think we were properly introduced before. I’m Lady Gisela.”

They hadn’t been “properly introduced” because they’d met at Alden’s sort-of-funeral, and Lady Gisela had been too busy sniping at her heartbroken son. But Sophie held her tongue, fumbling through an awkward curtsy as she said, “I’m Sophie.”

“Yes, I know. Even if you weren’t our world’s most infamous new citizen, my son talks about you all the time.”

“Not all the time,” Keefe muttered, going back to staring at the floor.

Sophie copied him.

“So are you staying with us for dinner?” Lady Gisela asked. “Or wait—I thought you two were supposed to be somewhere, doing… something.”

She tossed out the words like she couldn’t bother to remember the specifics.

“We are.” Keefe snatched Sophie’s wrist and pulled her toward the stairs. “In fact, I’m sure they’re waiting for us at the Sanctuary, so we should get going.”

“Not like that, you won’t,” Lady Gisela said, blocking them. “Honestly, Keefe, what am I going to do with you?”

Sophie wished Keefe would snap back with one of his infamously snarky answers. Instead he froze, like he’d become a statue of The Most Miserable Boy on the Planet, as his mom smoothed his shirt and straightened his cape. He didn’t even flinch when she licked her thumb and wiped an invisible smudge off his face. But he came back to life when she reached for his head.

“Not the hair!”

“You and your ridiculous hair.” She reached for him again and he swatted her arm away. His hand barely touched her, but she still gasped and clutched her shoulder.

“I’m fine,” she promised, glancing at Sophie.

But she was still rubbing her shoulder. And as she rearranged the peachy fabric of her cape, Sophie caught a glimpse of a red wound, near the top of her arm.

Lord Cassius stepped forward, blocking his wife from Sophie’s view. “You two should go. The Sanctuary is waiting.”

“Do you need to let them know we’ll be leaping outside, instead of teleporting in?” Keefe asked him.

“Actually, I think they were expecting that.”

“Why would they be—” Sophie started to ask, but Keefe dragged her onto the first stair.

“Ever been on a vortinator?” he asked.

“I don’t think so.” And she wished it didn’t sound so much like a carnival ride from her nightmares.

“Better hold on tight, then.” He grinned as she tightened her grip on his hand. “I meant to the railing.”

“Oh.”

Her face felt like it was on fire, and she’d barely grabbed the silver banister, when Keefe said, “Two Hundred!” Then everything turned into a spinning, sparkling blur of rushing air, and Sophie wanted to scream or throw up or pass out, but she didn’t have time for anything because they’d already stopped.

“You with me, Foster?” Keefe asked as she leaned against the rail, wondering if her stomach was still on the ground floor.

“Do you really ride that thing every day?”

“You get used to it after a couple of turns. Come on.” He offered her his hand, and Sophie was too dizzy not to take it.

It took ten deep breaths for her head to clear enough to realize they were in one of the golden-roofed towers. Dangling above them were more round crystals than Sophie had ever seen.

“The Leapmaster 10,000,” Keefe explained.

Sophie couldn’t even think of ten thousand places she’d want to go.

But there was one she was definitely ready to see.

“The Sanctuary,” Keefe said, making the Leapmaster rotate. A single crystal dropped low enough to catch the sunlight from the window. “Okay, let’s try this again.”






FOUR

THE WARM, RACING LIGHT DROPPED them at the base of the Himalayas, and Keefe pulled his cape tighter around his shoulders.

“Couldn’t they have picked a warmer mountain range to build this place?” he grumbled as they trudged up the snow-covered path to the Sanctuary.

“I’m pretty sure they needed as much room as possible,” Sophie reminded him.

The Sanctuary housed all of the creatures that the elves had taken into protective custody—everything from dinosaurs to dodo birds, plus any animal that humans foolishly believed was “magical.” They even kept endangered species, wanting to make sure they continued to thrive.

The elves believed every creature existed on the planet for a reason, and to allow even one to go extinct would cause irreparable damage to the delicate balance of their world.

An icy blast of wind cut through Sophie’s tunic, making her wish she’d worn a cape. She always felt dumb wearing them—but braving the snow without a cloak was definitely dumber.

She also wished she’d taken Dex’s offer a few months back, and let him teach her how to regulate her body temperature.

“Here,” Keefe said, draping his cape over her shoulders.

“I’m f-f-fine. You d-d-don’t h-h-have t-t-to—”

“That would be a lot more convincing without all the shivering,” he interrupted. “Besides, it takes more than a little snow to get to me.” He flashed a smug smirk, but she could see he was already shivering.

“You don’t know how to regulate your body temperature either?” she asked, feeling her voice steady as Keefe fastened the warm cape under her chin.

“Eh, that only works when it’s sorta cold, not freezing. But no, I’ve never learned. That’s the kind of random skill you only learn in Exillium.”

The name caused a whole different kind of shudder.

Exillium was a school the Council had threatened to send Sophie to if she couldn’t hack it at Foxfire. She didn’t know anything about it, except that people kept telling her she didn’t want to go there.

“Why does Dex know how to regulate his temperature, then?” Sophie asked. The only school he’d ever attended was Foxfire.

Keefe laughed. “Are you really surprised his family would teach him something weird?”

“Good point.”

Dex’s parents were known for playing by their own rules and not following social conventions. His dad had even admitted that he designed their store, Slurps and Burps, to be intentionally bizarre and chaotic, just to make the stuffy nobles—as he liked to call them—squirm while they shopped for their elixirs.

Keefe shivered again, his whole body shaking, and Sophie tried to hand him back his cape.

“Nope. You deserve it, Foster,” he insisted. “You have saved my life a few times, after all.”

“Only once,” Sophie corrected.

“Yeah, well you also saved the whole world from the Everblaze, so that counts too. Plus I’ll face the wrath of Gigantor if I let you freeze to death, remember?”

“Well, thanks,” she mumbled as he pulled the hood up over her head, warming her icy ears.

He held her gaze for a second too long before he backed away and shrugged. “Just don’t lose the Sencen crest. My father will strangle me.”

He clearly meant it as a joke—but it reminded Sophie of his mother’s bruise.

And the way she’d tried to hide it.

And the way Lord Cassius had rushed them out of there after she saw it….

“So,” she said, not quite sure how to broach the subject as they went back to trudging through the snow. “Everything’s okay at your house, right?”

“Um, if you leave out my father’s constant lectures on how I’m ‘not living up to my potential,’ then yeah. Why?”

“No reason.”

“Psh—there’s always a reason with you, Foster. Spill it.”

Sophie tugged out a snow-covered eyelash, wishing for a little extra courage as she flicked it away. “Just… your dad doesn’t ever…”

Keefe stopped walking. “Ever what?”

Sophie sighed.

This was so much harder than it seemed on television.

“When your dad gets angry, does he ever… hurt anyone?”

The last words came out as a whisper.

Keefe laughed, but his smile quickly faded. “Wait, you’re serious? Wow, uh, I know my dad has the whole stern and scary thing going for him, but still—that’s crazy.”

“So that’s a no, then?” she asked, needing to hear him say it.

“Yeah, definitely a no. You really thought…?”

“I don’t know. Your mom had a red wound on her shoulder—”

“She did?”

“Yeah. And your dad looked like he didn’t want me to see it.”

Keefe frowned. “Well, I have no idea what that was about. But it’s not what you’re thinking. People don’t do that around here. Remember, that whole guilt-shattering-our-sanity thing? That goes for violence, too.”

The elves did seem to be incredibly peaceful. They didn’t even have police.

And yet, Sophie could still remember the searing pain as her kidnapper burned her wrists, trying to force her to answer his questions. She could still see the dead look in Dex’s eyes as the rebels blasted him with a paralyzing melder over and over. She could still hear the crunch of Silveny’s wing breaking when the rebels dragged her out of the sky, right before they broke several of Keefe’s ribs in a fight.

Either elves were capable of more than they realized, or the rebels were insane.

She didn’t know which would be worse.

“Okay. Well. Sorry,” she said quietly. “I just wanted to make sure.”

“No need to apologize. It’s nice to know the Mysterious Miss F. cares.”

Neither of them seemed to know what to say after that, so they walked in uncomfortable silence as their flat shoes crunch crunch crunched through the snow.

“I don’t understand how humans haven’t found this place,” Sophie said when they reached the towering silver gates set into the mountain. But then she spotted the round black obscurers scattered among the various rocky outcroppings.

“Careful,” Keefe warned, pointing at a bunch of silver forklike gadgets that were stabbed into the ground next to some of the rocks. “Those are effluxers. Step too close, and they’ll make you stink like you’ve been hanging around a pack of gulons. My dad set one off while the gnomes were installing them, and when he got home I could smell him all the way on the hundred-and-eighty-seventh floor. I guess the smell damages ogres’ sinuses or something.”

“Ogres?” Sophie asked, taking a giant step away from the stinky gadgets.

“Yep. One of the goblin patrols found some weird footprints a few nights ago, and thought they might be from ogres. They couldn’t tell for sure, because the tracks had no scent, and by the time Alvar got here—”

“Fitz’s brother?” Sophie interrupted.

“Yeah. He’s been working with the ogres for a few years, so my dad figured he’d be able to tell if they were involved. But by the time he got there, it had snowed, and the tracks were gone. So the Council had the effluxers installed, just in case.”

“Okay,” Sophie said slowly. “But… I thought we had a treaty with the ogres.”

“We do—but that doesn’t mean we trust them. Look at what happened with humans.”

Throughout the centuries, the elves had signed treaties with all of the “intelligent” creatures, trying to ensure peace. But humans decided they wanted to rule the world, and in order to prevent a war, the elves chose to disappear. They still watched from the shadows, finding subtle ways to share their wisdom when they could. But the humans continued their path of violence and destruction, and eventually the elves had to cut off contact completely.

And yet, the Black Swan broke every law—risking their sanity and their lives—specifically so they could hide Sophie among humans. She still didn’t understand why.

“Why would the ogres care about the Sanctuary?” she asked, studying the massive gates.

“Uh, hello? Silveny’s in there. Remember the whole Timeline to Extinction thing?”

She did. The elves had been searching for a female alicorn for decades, desperate to breed her with the only alicorn they’d ever found, a male already at the Sanctuary. If they couldn’t start repopulating the species soon, alicorns would be the first creatures to go extinct.

But Sophie still didn’t see why ogres would care about a couple of sparkly flying horses. Grady had told her once that ogres didn’t value animals’ lives the way elves did.

What else would’ve made the footprints, though?

“Do we need to knock or something?” she asked, ready to get to the other—much safer—side of the gates.

“I’m sure they’re scanning our registry pendants right now, to make sure we have the right clearance.”

Sophie’s hand darted to her neck, her fingers closing around a triangular crystal hanging from her choker. The Council had added extra chains to hers, after the kidnappers cut her first pendant off. But she still liked to double-check that it was there.

“Finally,” Keefe said as a loud clang echoed off the mountains.

The ground shook when the silver gates swung apart, and a blast of warmth prickled Sophie’s skin as she followed Keefe into the sunny paradise.

She knew she was walking deep into a mountain range, but she had a hard time believing it as she stared at the lush meadows and forests of flowering trees that seemed to stretch on forever. The sky was a perfect cerulean blue—though it shifted with every step, flashing through the colors of the spectrum as if they were walking inside a rainbow—and the air had a crisp sweetness, like biting into an apple.

“How much of this is real?” she asked, rubbing her eyes, half expecting it to disappear.

“The sky is an illusion. And they hid the walls to make the space feel bigger. But everything else is real.”

“How did they—”

“You’re late,” a tall, skinny elf interrupted as he stepped out of a clump of bushes. His chocolate brown tunic was covered in bright green patches, and his thick black hair hung in long tangles. “Do you have any idea how much trouble that’s caused me?”

“Sorry, sir,” Sophie mumbled, avoiding his piercing blue eyes.

He laughed—a bitter sound that felt sharp in her ears. “I am many things, Miss Foster, but I am definitely not a ‘sir.’ You may call me Jurek. I’m the equestrian caretaker for the Sanctuary. And I was right, wasn’t I?”

Sophie glanced at Keefe, but he looked as confused as her. “Right?”

Jurek pulled a lumpy satchel out of one of the bushes and slung it over his shoulder, motioning for Sophie and Keefe to follow him. “You couldn’t teleport here, could you?”

“Uh, no,” she admitted. “How did you know?”

He smiled. “Tell me this: If you could teleport into the Sanctuary, why have the alicorns never teleported out?”

That… was a very good question.

She squinted at the rainbow sky, which wasn’t really a sky at all. “Is it the mountains?”

“That’d be my guess. Keeps light leapers away—why not Teleporters? But then what do I know? I’m not the one with the fancy abilities and the strange eyes.”

“Well, you clearly knew more than me,” she said, ignoring the insult. She was getting used to being the only brown-eyed elf.

“So wait, she can’t teleport through anything solid?” Keefe asked, frowning when Jurek and Sophie both nodded. “Dang—that’s going to kill a bunch of my plans. But don’t worry, Foster, there’s still plenty of ways we can cause trouble.”

He nudged Sophie, but she couldn’t return his smile.

She’d liked knowing that if the Council didn’t give permission to heal Prentice, she could teleport to Exile on her own. But the isolated prison was buried deep in the center of the earth, so if she couldn’t teleport through anything solid, there was no way she could reach it on her own.

“Whoa, hang on a minute,” Keefe said, stepping in front of Jurek to block his path. “You didn’t think it might be a good idea to be like, ‘Hey guys, that teleporting to the Sanctuary thing might not work out so well. You could get trapped in that creepy black voidy place’?”

“Actually, I told her father—who informed me that as a Talentless, it’s my job to tend to the animals and prepare for visitors, not to pretend to know things about special abilities.”

Sophie cringed.

Elves without special abilities were just as wealthy as other elves, and supposedly they were still equals. But they also didn’t qualify for the elite levels at Foxfire, couldn’t become members of the nobility, and wore different clothes for their jobs in “working class” cities. And sometimes it seemed like people saw them as lesser.

But that mostly happened with jerks like Vika, Timkin, and Stina Heks, a family who loved to think they were better than everyone. Sophie hated to think that Grady was like that too.

“Grady really said that?” she asked quietly.

“Who’s Grady?”

“My father.” She was surprised at how easily the word rolled off her tongue. Grady and Edaline had only adopted Sophie about three months earlier—after a rocky process—and she still didn’t quite feel comfortable calling them Mom and Dad.

Jurek pointed to the Sencen crest on her cape. “I thought Lord Cassius was your adoptive father.”

“Oh! No, this is Keefe’s.” And she could totally see Keefe’s dad saying that.

Jurek snorted. “I guess I should’ve known. They both have that same smug smirk.”

“Yeah, but I have better hair,” Keefe said, mussing it even more as Sophie gave him back his cape.

“Let’s hope that’s not the only way you’re better.” Jurek walked away without another word.

Keefe rolled his eyes like he didn’t care. But Sophie noticed he hid the Sencen crest in the thick folds of his cape before he followed.

She trailed silently behind, staring at the shimmering flowers and trying to think of something to say.

After several awkward seconds, Keefe cleared his throat. “So, where’s Glitter Butt?”

“He means Silveny,” Sophie clarified. And she’d been wondering the same thing. The pastures around them only held grazing mammoths, feathery dinosaurs, and enormous wolf-bear things.

“All equestrians are in the violet pastures,” Jurek explained as he veered off the path to cut straight over a line of hills.

The long blue grass was slick with dew and Sophie struggled not to slip as she ran behind him. By the time they crested the last hill she was sweaty and out of breath, but she didn’t mind one bit when a familiar voice filled her mind.

Friend! Sophie! Keefe! Visit!

Yes, Sophie transmitted back, shielding her eyes as she tried to find her.

A pair of silver-and-black unicorns galloped in one of the purple-grassed fields, and a small river was lined with strange bluish-green horses that seemed almost slimy. But no sparkly alicorns in sight.

“She prefers the pastures down here,” Jurek said before plopping to the grass and sliding down the hill.

Keefe launched after Jurek immediately, but Sophie stared at the slope, fairly certain the slide would end with an Elwin visit.

It was only when Keefe shouted, “Come on, Foster. Don’t wimp out on me now!” that she dropped to the ground and pushed off after them.

Bits of grass and mud peppered her face—and she could tell her backside would be bruised for days—but she bumped and bobbed and somehow made it safely to the bottom.

Well… almost safely.

Stopping was harder than she’d thought, and she ended up crashing into Keefe, knocking him on top of her.

“Y’know, if you’re trying to sweep me off my feet, there are less painful ways,” he told her, laughing as she struggled to stand.

Sophie turned away to hide her burning cheeks. “Was the sliding really necessary?” she asked Jurek.

“No. But it was fun.” Jurek tossed his wild hair, sending bits of grass flying.

Friend! Sophie! Keefe! Fly!

Sophie spun toward the sound, feeling tears prick her eyes as she spotted a glittering streak, flipping somersaults in the rainbow sky. Part of her had worried Silveny’s wing wouldn’t ever heal properly. But clearly she was good as new. And just as sparkly as ever.

“She’s happy to see me, isn’t she?” Keefe asked.

“Not as happy as she is to see me.”

Though Sophie wished there was a bit less Keefe! Keefe! Keefe! filling her head. And she was less than thrilled when Silveny tucked her wings and dove, landing next to Keefe with an exuberant whinny.

“See? Glitter Butt loves me.” Keefe reached to pat her sparkly rump, but Silveny scooted away, snapping at her tail.

“I told you she hates that nickname,” Sophie said smugly.

She tried to call Silveny to her side, but Silveny was too busy chasing her tail to obey.

Keefe frowned. “Do you feel that, Foster?”

“Sort of.” Sophie closed her eyes, trying to sort through the dizzying emotions swirling in her head. She’d forgotten how overwhelming Silveny’s energy could be.

Calm, she transmitted. But Silveny kept on spinning, and the more she circled, the more Sophie picked up a darker emotion in the mix.

Why are you afraid? she asked, repeating the question until Silveny finally stopped to look at her.

A rush of fear clawed at Sophie’s mind like an angry verminion, and she stepped back, needing room to breathe. “What is she afraid of?”

“It’s… probably easier to show you.” Jurek opened the satchel he’d been carrying and pulled out a handful of twisted blue stalks, filling the air with a spicy, cinnamon scent.

Silveny’s hunger clouded Sophie’s mind, but the alicorn backed away from the treats.

“Why would she—”

An ear-splitting whinny cut Sophie off, and Silveny reared back as a blur of silver dropped out of the sky. Jurek barely managed to pull Keefe out of the way before a huge alicorn with blue-tipped wings landed right where he’d been standing.

“This is Greyfell,” Jurek said, tossing the handful of treats to distract the new alicorn while he swung a golden lasso around the massive horse’s neck. Greyfell bucked and thrashed and wrestled against the restraint, but Jurek managed to hold tight. “He’s our resident male. And up until a few days ago, he and Silveny were getting along just fine.”

“So what changed?” Sophie asked as Silveny screeched and launched back into the sky.

“I have no idea.” Jurek tried to stroke Greyfell’s nose, but the alicorn glared at him with the coldest brown eyes Sophie had ever seen. “That’s what you’re here to figure out—and you’d better do it quick. Otherwise I’m afraid he’s going to kill Silveny.”






FIVE

IT’S OKAY, SOPHIE TRANSMITTED AS Silveny circled above them. I won’t let him hurt you.

But as Greyfell thrashed again, nearly pulling Jurek over, she wondered if she could really keep that promise.

Everything about Greyfell was fierce. His wild eyes. The constant twitching in his bulky muscles. The gleam of his teeth as he tried—and thankfully failed—to snap through the thick rope holding him.

And yet, the cold waves rippling through Sophie’s mind felt more like fear than rage.

“Careful,” Keefe warned as Sophie took a step closer. “I’m getting some pretty serious I-will-bite-your-hand-off-if-you-touch-me vibes.”

It’s okay, Sophie transmitted. I’m not going to hurt you.

Greyfell stamped his hooves.

Silveny whinnied, transmitting, Sophie! Danger! Fly! But Sophie ordered her to stay back, wishing she could block Silveny’s panicked shouts from her head.

She closed her eyes, letting everything else fade to a hum as she imagined her consciousness stretching toward Greyfell like a blanket of feathers. Most Telepaths couldn’t open their minds to the thoughts of animals, but thanks to her enhanced abilities, Sophie’s head filled with images of snowcapped mountains and towering trees and lakes so clear they looked like mirrors of the sky. Everything felt bright and open and free, and yet a hollow ache laced through every scene—the same mournful emptiness Sophie remembered feeling the first time she met Silveny.

You’re not alone anymore, Sophie promised Greyfell. Friend.

She sent images along with the word: scenes of herself caring for Silveny, and flying with Silveny, and letting Silveny nuzzle her neck—anything to prove that Greyfell could trust her. She even showed him she could teleport, wanting him to know how deep their connection went.

A word filled her mind then—one that took Sophie a second to translate from the alicorn language Greyfell was using.

Kin.

Yes, Sophie transmitted, opening her eyes to study him. Greyfell’s irises were flecked with gold—just like hers—and as he held her gaze, tiny bits of cold speckled her consciousness, like icy drops of rain inside her head.

The more she concentrated on them, the more they turned into a steady stream.

Then a downpour of nightmares.

Sharp-toothed beasts, and humans with gleaming weapons—chasing, hunting, out for blood. Screams and war cries echoed in her consciousness as the ache of scars still healing brought tears to her eyes.

She tried to pull her mind free, but Greyfell kept sending violent, bloody scenes filled with lumpy-faced monsters—ogres, she realized—beating and bludgeoning everything they touched until the whole world was red. She wanted to cry, scream, scratch the scenes out of her brain. But she could only stand there as the fear seemed to crystallize inside her, freezing her from the inside out.

“Whoa,” Keefe said, dragging Sophie back. He held her tight as she shivered against his chest. “It’s okay. I’ve got you.”

“What happened?” she asked when her voice was working again.

“I have no idea. One minute you and Greyfell were becoming BFFs. Next minute you were shaking and Greyfell was thrashing so much Jurek had to sedate him.”

“He did?” She tried to spin around and felt her knees collapse.

Keefe barely managed to catch her. “Hey—take it easy. He’s fine, see?”

He turned so they were facing Greyfell’s collapsed body, which didn’t look fine. His wide eyes stared at nothing and his purple tongue drooped to the ground. But his chest was rising and falling with slow, heavy breaths.

“He’ll wake up as soon as I remove this,” Jurek said, pointing to a lei of tiny green-blue flowers around Greyfell’s neck.

Sophie usually loved anything teal, but there was something ominous about the pointed petals, like nature was trying to warn everyone to stay away.

“Dreamlilies,” Jurek explained. “The slightest touch of their pollen and you’re out like a hibernating bugbear.”

Sophie didn’t know what a bugbear was, but she hoped they slept peacefully.

“So,” Keefe said, making her realize she was still holding on to him. “You okay now?”

“Yeah. Sorry.” She pulled away to stand on her own, hiding behind her hair so he couldn’t see her blushing. “Greyfell’s just had a much harder life than Silveny.”

Her voice quivered as her mind replayed the horrors Greyfell had shown her. He must be centuries old, and had witnessed the murder of his own kind at the hands of all manner of vicious creatures. Most of the time he’d barely escaped with his own life, while friends, family—even his mate—weren’t as fortunate.

But one memory was far more terrifying than the others, partially because it was familiar, but mostly because it was recent.

“The rebels have been here,” Sophie whispered.

“You’re sure?” Keefe asked, at the same time Jurek said, “That’s impossible.”

But Sophie knew what she’d seen. “Greyfell saw a black-cloaked figure do something to Silveny while she was sleeping. That’s why he’s afraid of her.”

She called Silveny down, half hoping she was wrong as she led her a safe distance away from Greyfell’s unconscious form. But when she traced her fingers through the shimmering silver strands of Silveny’s tail, it didn’t take long to find what she was looking for—right where Greyfell had shown her it would be.

“This is why Silveny keeps chasing her tail,” Sophie said, holding out a quarter-size disk with five tiny crystals set into one side.

She’d never seen one so large or intricate, and she’d never seen one made of silver.

But she knew exactly what it was, even before Jurek tore his hands through his hair and said, “That looks like a tracker.”
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THERE MUST BE SOME MISTAKE,” Jurek said for the dozenth time as he combed through Silveny’s mane, checking for other trackers. “No one could’ve gotten near either of the alicorns without my knowledge.”

“The rebels always find a way,” Sophie whispered.

They’d snatched her and Dex from a cave right outside her home, and tracked them down in the streets of Paris after the Black Swan helped them escape. They’d thwarted Sandor’s goblin senses and snuck into Havenfield’s pastures without being detected, leaving behind nothing but a single, unidentifiable footprint. And most impressive of all, they’d somehow followed her and Keefe across the ocean in the middle of the night, even though they were flying on the back of an alicorn, heading to a cave only the Black Swan knew existed.

“We need to tell the Council to move Silveny out of the Sanctuary,” she decided.

“To where?” Jurek asked. “Where else could possibly be safer than this?”

“Uh, clearly there’s a few holes in the security,” Keefe said, stroking Silveny’s nose to keep her calm. “How long has Greyfell been acting weird?”

“Not long. Maybe three days.”

“You’re sure it was three?” Keefe asked, glancing at Sophie like that was supposed to mean something.

Jurek nodded. “I remember him snapping at her when I was giving Silveny her bath, and I only bathe her once a week.”

“What happened three days ago?” Sophie asked when Keefe turned slightly pale.

“That’s when my dad had the effluxers installed.”

Because the patrol had found those strange footprints.

“But Greyfell didn’t see an ogre,” Sophie reminded him. “He saw a figure in black.”

“True,” Keefe agreed. “Unless…”

Their eyes met again, and this time she did know what he was thinking.

Unless the rebels and the ogres were working together.

“Those footprints were not ogre tracks,” Jurek interrupted as he dusted off his hands. “Ogres leave a trail of stink everywhere they step. But those prints smelled like ash.”

“Ash?” The word tasted sour on Sophie’s tongue.

The rebels had at least one Pyrokinetic in their ranks. Maybe he’d found a way to use fire to hide his scent.

But then why would the tracks look like ogre prints?

“Either way,” Sophie said, holding out the tracker to remind them, “Someone put this in Silveny’s tail. And I’d like to know why, wouldn’t you?”

Keefe took the tracker from her and studied the glittering crystals. “Think they can hear us right now?”

Sophie backed a step away. “Can trackers do that?”

“No idea. But just in case…” He held the tracker up to his mouth like a microphone. “Yo, bad dudes. If you’re listening, you should know that I’ve been practicing my aim with goblin throwing stars—a lot. If you touch one more hair on Silveny I will come at you with everything I have, and I promise, I won’t miss again.”

Sophie shuddered.

She’d watched Keefe clip one of the rebels across the shoulder with Sandor’s bladed, disklike weapons, and she didn’t want to be there when one hit the mark.

“Maybe this is all just… a misunderstanding,” Jurek said after a second. “Maybe the disk is just a decoration or something. I’ve never seen a tracker with crystals on it, have you?”

“No,” Sophie admitted. “But it still looks almost exactly like the trackers Sandor has sewn into my clothes.” She could feel the faint outline of one in the lining of her sleeve. “They’re gold, and they have slits where the crystals are. But the rebels probably went with sparkly silver so it would hide better in her tail.”

“Right,” Jurek mumbled, sounding as tired and defeated as he looked. “I just… I’ve worked around the clock trying to keep Silveny safe, and when I tell the Council that the rebels managed to get past me…”

“No one’s going to blame you,” Sophie promised.

“Won’t they? The alicorns are my responsibility—and it’s not a responsibility someone like me is normally given. When I started at the Sanctuary, I was basically a poop scooper. And now I have to tell the Council that the rebels slipped in under my nose and tagged their precious alicorn?”

“But the Council understands how sneaky the rebels are,” Sophie reminded him.

Jurek laughed darkly. “The Council understands nothing. They sit in their crystal castles, basking in their own brilliance, while their Emissaries are out doing their dirty work. They have no concept of what it’s like for the rest of us, and worse yet, they don’t care. All they care about is keeping the status quo.”

Sophie glanced at Keefe, not sure how to respond. She’d heard whispers and murmurs against the Councillors before—especially in the wake of her kidnapping. But she’d never had someone condemn the Council so openly. And she couldn’t necessarily blame Jurek for what he was feeling. The longer she lived in the Lost Cities, the more she realized that things weren’t as perfect as the elves wanted them to be.

“Let me talk to Alden,” she said after a minute. “He does understand how ruthless the rebels are—and he’s not afraid to stand up to the Council if he has to.”

He’d come to her defense more times than she’d like to admit. And he didn’t hesitate to bend, or even break, a few rules if he needed to. The fact that he’d spent years searching for her—when no one else was willing to believe she existed—was proof of his determination.

“Alden will know what to do,” she assured Jurek. “And if he decides we should go to the Council, I know he’ll make it clear to everyone that whatever happened wasn’t your fault.”

“I doubt Alden Vacker will give a second thought to someone like me. But…” Jurek moved to Greyfell’s side, kneeling in the grass to stroke the still-unconscious alicorn’s sleek silver mane. It was obvious how much Jurek cared about the precious creature, even before he whispered, “Do what you must.”

“It’s going to be okay.” Sophie willed the words to be true as she took the tracker back from Keefe and stuffed it in her pocket. “We’ll go to Everglen right now.”

“This sounds like a great plan and all, but, uh, how are we supposed to get there?” Keefe asked. “You and I both only have home crystals, and I’d really rather not deal with my father right now.”

“Why can’t you teleport there?” Jurek asked.

“Well, I thought we established the whole Foster-can’t-teleport-through-solid-objects thing already. But maybe I missed something?”

“You did.” Jurek motioned for them to follow him as he walked several paces away. “You’re forgetting where we are.”

It looked like they were standing in the middle of an empty meadow. But when Jurek pounded his palm in the air, it made a strange thumping sound, and when he curled his fingers and turned his wrist to the right, an arched doorway opened to the snowy world outside.

“Okay, that’s awesome,” Keefe said, staring at the icy mountains.

“You’d better hurry,” Jurek warned them. “This exit is technically only for emergencies.”

Silveny tried to follow, but Jurek held her back.

“It’s going to be okay,” Sophie promised, throwing her arms around Silveny’s shimmering neck. “I’ll visit again soon.”

And I need you to be extra careful in the meantime, she added.

Careful! Silveny repeated. Friend! Sophie! Keefe!

“Come on, Foster,” Keefe said, dragging Sophie out into the cold. “We gotta go. And let’s try not to get trapped in the darkness this time, okay?”

Snowflakes and wind blasted their faces as they trudged across the icy ground, and Sophie was too freezing to hesitate when they reached the edge of the steep cliff. They jumped off the mountain together, screaming and flailing until the sky cracked open and they plummeted into the void.



Thunder crashed as the sky split, and Sophie and Keefe tumbled across a patch of sunlit grass, coming to a stop on the path leading up to Everglen.

Sophie had seen the crystal-and-gold mansion hundreds of times—even spent a few nights in one of the guest rooms. But she was still struck by the way the elegant building screamed wealth and power as it sparkled in the sunlight, like it was the kind of place only the best of the best were allowed to go.

The elvin world didn’t really have celebrities, but the Vackers were close—not that any of them seemed to notice their position.

Keefe groaned as he sat up, rubbing his left shoulder. “I think we need to work on your landings, Foster.”

Sophie nodded, stretching her sore legs.

“Well, look who dropped out of the sky,” Alden said behind them in his crisp, accented voice.

Sophie grinned as she turned to face him, but her lips fell when she noticed Alden wasn’t alone—not that Sophie didn’t like Councillor Kenric. In fact, the red-haired, wide-smiling Councillor was one of her favorites, and he was always one of the first to take her side. But there was something foreboding about Kenric’s amber-encrusted circlet and jeweled cape—especially paired with Alden’s equally regal attire.

Kenric clearly wasn’t at Everglen for a friendly visit. And the Councillors only made house calls when something really important was going on.

“You two certainly know how to give someone a heart attack,” Kenric said, laughing as he nudged Alden. “And I’m pretty sure you made this guy squeal.”

Alden laughed. “I think you’re right, my friend—though in my defense, no one’s arrived directly inside Everglen since I had the gates installed a few decades ago.”

An enormous glowing fence surrounded the entire estate of Everglen, and the metal bars somehow absorbed all the light, preventing anyone from being able to leap directly inside. It was a security measure Alden added when he became an Emissary for the Council, though he’d never explained exactly what—or who—he was trying to keep away.

“Sorry,” Sophie mumbled. “I guess we should’ve hailed you before we came.”

“Nonsense,” Alden assured her. “You’re welcome to drop in anytime. I just never realized you’d do it so literally. But I should’ve known you’d find a new way to amaze me.”

“What about me—don’t I amaze you too?” Keefe asked.

“Yes, I’m always amazed at how quickly you manage to find trouble,” Alden teased. “And judging by the looks of you two, it seems you’ve had quite the adventure today. Did something happen at the Sanctuary?”

Sophie glanced at Keefe, trying to figure out how much to say. She hadn’t planned on having to tell the Council herself.

“I think I’ll let you guys talk privately,” Kenric jumped in, almost like he knew what she was thinking. “But you’ll let me know if there’s anything I need to be aware of?” he asked Alden.

“Of course.” Alden nodded a slight bow, and Kenric did the same as he pulled a pathfinder out of his cape’s pocket and adjusted the round crystal at the end of the etched wand.

“I’ll be back in touch as soon as the arrangements have been made,” he said, glancing quickly at Sophie before he held his pathfinder up to the sun. “Oh, and give my congratulations to Biana!”

“What did he mean?” Sophie asked after Kenric glittered away.

She’d meant the mysterious “arrangements” Kenric had mentioned. But if Alden realized that, he pretended not to.

“I fear I must leave you in suspense,” he said as he led them up the crystal steps and pulled open the towering silver doors to Everglen. “Biana will never forgive me if I spoil her surprise.”






SEVEN

GIDDY SHRIEKS ECHOED OFF THE prismlike halls, followed by a huge fit of giggles. But when Alden led Sophie and Keefe to a wide sitting room filled with intricate statues and throne-size armchairs, they found Fitz standing alone.

“Where’s Biana?” Sophie asked, hoping Keefe couldn’t tell that her heart was doing the embarrassing fluttery thing it always did whenever she met Fitz’s impossibly teal eyes.

“Right here!” Biana shouted.

The air shimmered in front of them, and Biana seemed to appear out of nowhere. She twirled, making her pale pink gown flare before she disappeared again, like a ghostly ballerina.

“I’m a Vanisher now—can you believe it?” she asked, though only her head blinked back into sight. She scowled at where her body should be. “I guess I’m still getting the hang of it.”

“Of course you are,” Della told her, appearing beside her daughter with a graceful swish. “It takes years to perfect the skill—though I must say, you’re showing incredible control. Alvar took days before he could vanish completely, and he was a year older than you when he manifested.”

Biana beamed at that, letting Della show her how to wiggle her shoulders to make the rest of her body reappear. Side by side with their pink gowns and long dark hair, Biana had never looked more like her strikingly beautiful mother—even before they both vanished again.

“Ugh, they’ve been at it all day,” Fitz grumbled. “It’s been hours of ‘Look—I’m invisible. Now I’m not! Now I am!’ ”

Biana rolled her eyes as she reappeared. “Like you were any less annoying with your ‘I can tell you what you’re thinking right now! And now! And now!’ ”

Keefe snorted.

“Don’t get so cocky, Mr. ‘I keep laughing and crying at the same time!’ ” Fitz warned him.

“Hey—feeling people’s emotions for the first time is intense,” Keefe argued.

They all turned to Sophie like they were waiting for her to share her manifesting-a-special-ability story too. But she doubted they’d enjoy hearing about her waking up in the hospital at five years old, crying because the blaring thoughts were giving her a headache. Or waking up in a strange city after being kidnapped, and discovering she could suddenly understand other languages and inflict pain on people. Or even crashing toward the ocean, convinced she was about to die, until her instincts kicked in and she’d teleported them to safety—though Keefe had been there for that one.

“So I guess this means you’ll start vanishing sessions, right?” Sophie asked, changing the subject as fast as she could.

“Yes,” Alden agreed. “I guess I’ll have to talk to Dame Alina about possible Mentors.”

He sounded less than thrilled about it—though Fitz and Keefe found it hilarious.

Alden and Dame Alina had an interesting history—especially the part where Dame Alina showed up at Alden and Della’s wedding and tried to convince him to marry her, instead.

“So I really don’t have to take ability detecting anymore?” Biana asked, jumping up and down, and blinking like a strobe light in the process. “Stina’s going to freak! She’ll never admit it, but I know she’s secretly hoping she’ll be a Vanisher. Well, assuming she even gets an ability.”

“Now, now, none of that,” Della warned her. “You have every right to be proud of your ability—especially for manifesting at such a young age. But I won’t have you judging others.”

Della waited until Biana mumbled an apology.

Sophie became very interested in her shoes. She definitely agreed about the judging-people thing, but… Stina won the prize for Most Awful Girl at Foxfire—ever. She acted like she was better than everyone, even though her own father didn’t actually have a special ability. And Sophie had heard a bunch of rumors about how Stina’s father was doing all kinds of shady things to work his way into the nobility, despite the fact that he was Talentless—though she had no idea how much of that was true. All she knew was that the Hekses were horrible, and she wished they would move far, far away. Especially since they were still trying to convince the Council that their family should be the ones caring for Silveny.

“What?” Keefe asked as Sophie sucked in a breath.

She shook her head and forced a smile, pretending to listen to Biana talk about vanishing. But… if Stina’s parents found out that the rebels had breached the security at the Sanctuary, they might be able to use that to convince the Council to turn Silveny over to their care. And if that happened, then—

“Did you hear anything I just said?” Biana asked, nudging Sophie’s arm.

“Not really,” she admitted.

Biana sighed. “Lame! I said we should all go play base quest! I finally have an ability—and it’s an even better one than Sophie’s!”

“I dunno about that,” Keefe interrupted.

Sophie elbowed him before he could finish.

Thanks to a bunch of misunderstandings, her friendship with Biana had been a bit rocky at times—but they were finally in a good place.

Besides, she didn’t have time for games.

“I need to talk to you,” she told Alden, stepping away from her friends.

Alden didn’t look surprised by the news. “Why don’t we go to my office? There’s something I need to tell you as well—privately,” he added when Keefe turned to join them.

Keefe didn’t bother arguing. But he shot Sophie a look that seemed to say, You will tell me everything later as she followed Alden down the crystal hallway.

Fountains shot colored streams of water over their heads, and they passed room after room filled with fancy furniture and twinkling chandeliers before finally stopping at the all-too-familiar round office, where half the room was lined with a floor-to-ceiling aquarium, the other half made of windows overlooking a glassy lake.

Sophie sank into the same plush armchair she’d sat in when Alden had explained that she’d have to drug her human family and never see them again, and she tried to tell herself nothing could be worse news. But it was hard to believe it when she noticed the deep crease across Alden’s usually smooth brow.
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